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Benefits of Ecosystems

Buffering services

• Clean Air

• Clean Water

• Heat Hazard Mitigation

• Water Hazard Mitigation

Health promotional services

• Aesthetics & Engagement with Nature

• Recreation & Physical Activity
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identified in review
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found

Jackson et al. 2013. International Journal of Public Health. DOI: 10.1007/s00038-013-0482-1.

Literature review on ecosystem services 

and human health (1990 – 2012) 



Common Literature topics

• Air pollution filtration by trees 

• Runoff and pollutant removal 

• Urban green space and temperature 

• Proximity to green space and physical activity 

• Engagement with nature and effects on: 

– Wellbeing 

– Mood 

– Mental health

– Social interactions, etc etc

• Window views and healing 



Eco-Health Relationship Browser

Four 

ecosystems

Six ecosystem 

services 

30 + health 

outcomes

Asthma, ADHD, Cancers, Cardiovascular diseases, Heat stroke, Healing, Low birth weight, 

Obesity, Social Relations, Stress



http://enviroatlas.epa.gov/enviroatlas/tools/EcoHealth_RelationshipBrowser/introduction.html

Goals of Eco-Health Relationship Browser

• Increase awareness of nature’s role in individual and 

community health and well-being

• Demonstrate value of green infrastructure through multiple 

benefits of “ecosystem services”

• Augment services in low SES and disproportionately stressed 

or vulnerable communities

• Prevent unintended consequences of habitat alteration and 

landscaping plans

• Promote systems thinking

• Provide documentation of scientific studies and strength of 

their results

http://enviroatlas.epa.gov/enviroatlas/tools/EcoHealth_RelationshipBrowser/introduction.html














Understanding the mechanisms

Mechanisms: 

• The mechanisms behind hazard buffering services, and opportunities for 

physical activity are fairly well understood 

• We are still unclear on the exact mechanisms, and potential interaction 

among mechanisms, behind engaging with nature 

• We do not know which characteristics of natural settings are most 

important for triggering a beneficial interaction, and how these 

characteristics vary in importance among cultures, geographic regions 

and socio-economic groups. 
Keniger, L. E., et al.  2013. What are the benefits of interacting with nature? Int J Environ Res Public Health. 



How Does Engagement with Nature 

Affect Health?
Prevailing Mechanistic Theories

*
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STRESS??

Gastro-
intestinal
problems

Diabetes

Asthma



• Replicate published findings on eco-health associations

• Refine metrics, thresholds for eco exposures

• Meta-analyses

• Causation

• Mechanistic pathways

Additional research needed



2013 & 2014 review of the literature

• 2013 review shows that there is still an increasing number of studies and 

reviews on this topic 

– Over 70 relevant original research or review articles 

• Topics that are garnering interest: 

– Deserts 

– Proximity to coastal systems 

– Thermal comfort  

• Overall evolution of the literature is changing from a focus on 

understanding the buffering capabilities of ecosystems to the health 

promotional aspects of these systems  



Thank you

enviroatlas.epa.gov

Access the Eco-Health Browser
from the right-hand side bar. 


